
  
    [image: Darcy]
  


  
    
      DARCY

      Boyfriend For Hire, Book 1

    

    
      
        RJ SCOTT

        MEREDITH  RUSSELL

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Love Lane Books Limited]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Darcy, Boyfriend for Hire, 1

      

      

      Copyright © 2018 RJ Scott, Copyright © 2018 Meredith Russell

      Cover design by Meredith Russell, Edited by Sue Laybourn

      Published by Love Lane Books Limited

      ISBN - 9781785645341

      All Rights Reserved

      This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer-to-peer program, for free or for a fee. Such action is illegal and in violation of Copyright Law.

      All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

      All trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      For our family and friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Spring in New York was magical.

      The snow had gone, and the bitter edge of a vicious March had subsided enough that Darcy Bridges could spend time in the park and not have to worry about freezing his ass on the bench. April was a quiet time in Stuyvesant Street, with blossoms on the trees, and the winter ground of the tiny park in the middle had been transformed by an explosion of green.

      Also, it wasn’t too hot yet. Not in that New York way where the tourists complained and the natives were irritable. In the heat, the horns were louder, and irritation was quick to turn to anger, until every journey across the city was a nightmare of epic proportions.

      Sitting on the bench, throwing the crumbs of a BLT from the deli to the waiting birds, was Darcy’s idea of heaven. Peace, nature, and the silence of being away from his Brooklyn apartment was exactly what he needed today.

      Too much had happened to him over the last ten years for him to ever appreciate the vibrant noise of the city. He rubbed his knee thoughtfully as he watched the pigeons squabble over what he’d thrown and waited for Rowan Phillips to come for him.

      “Thought I’d find you here,” Rowan said from behind and then climbed over the seat to sit on the back.

      What is it about my friend that makes him unable sit on a bench like a normal person?

      “I always wait here,” Darcy explained for the fiftieth time of this happening.

      “Yeah, I know.” Rowan bumped a knee to Darcy’s shoulder. “But I had to say something to warn you I was coming so I didn’t scare the shit out of you and had you rolling to cover a nonexistent grenade like some kind of superhero.”

      Darcy side-eyed him. “You’re an asshole. Once. I did that once.”

      “Whatever, dude. I’m just being a good best friend.” Rowan grinned at him and kneed him again.

      “Stop with the kneeing, you child,” Darcy groused and then pushed back at Rowan, who would have fallen off the end of the bench if it hadn’t been for the wrought iron armrest he caught as he began to tumble. He huffed and brushed off imaginary dirt. They’d been like this since they were kids, growing up in a blink-and-it’s-gone small town in Maine, next door neighbors, and kind-of-boyfriends for one shining hour in the summer of ninety-nine.

      Rowan was the one who’d had Darcy’s back in kindergarten when bullies had decided Darcy was a target and warranted him being picked on. But when Darcy grew taller and stronger, it was his turn to have Rowan’s back when Rowan came out at the age of fifteen. Darcy had taken longer to announce his sexuality to his confused mom. Confused because she’d said she’d always known, and what the hell was he telling her for? Oh, and did he have a boyfriend yet?

      He enlisted into the army at seventeen, while Rowan went to college then took up a career in pharmaceutical sales, post-graduation.

      When Rowan had suffered from a burnout, Darcy had been in Iraq. When Darcy’s parachute had twisted and he’d fucked up his knee, Rowan had been on a retreat in India working on his chakras. But they always found their way back to each other as best friends.

      They’d made it here though, together. Rowan, a PA for a man who was happy to put up with his frequent flights of fancy, and Darcy a pivotal member of the same company.

      Bryant & Waites. Boyfriends for hire. Not an escort agency, although what happened on a job, stayed on a job, obviously. Run by the enigmatic Gideon from an expensive brownstone on Stuyvesant Street in Manhattan’s East Village.

      “What do you have for me?”

      He and Rowan had a deal. He would walk into any meeting with a prospective client, but Rowan gave him a heads-up on who he was dealing with. None of the others who worked at Bryant & Waites had the luxury of a thirty-year friendship with the man who drew up the client profiles and research for Gideon.

      “Female, thirty-two, comes from old money, wedding.” It was never more than that, because employees didn’t talk about the people who walked into the office. Discretion was all-important at Bryant & Waites.

      Darcy stretched tall and brushed the seat of his pants. He straightened his tie and slipped on his jacket, which he’d laid carefully over the bench. Rowan bounced up, patting his cheek.

      “Looking fine, Mister Darcy.”

      He stepped away before Darcy could connect to shove Rowan, and then laughing, they fell into step beside each other and made their way from the park to the office, Rowan going in first and taking a seat at the desk in the foyer. That was his kingdom, and he was damned good at controlling everything.

      “Ready?” he asked Darcy, who assumed his best serious expression and nodded.

      “Always.”

      Rowan pressed the intercom. “Lieutenant Darcy Bridges is here for you, sir,” he announced.

      He always did that, added Darcy’s rank and surname, making him look good and creating the impression that Darcy was the exact boyfriend-for-hire the client needed. Then he always said he didn’t have to do much because who wouldn’t want a former army lieutenant who wore a suit well and was the quietly confident type?

      Darcy wished he believed in himself as much as his friend did.

      “Send him in,” Gideon said, his strong voice way too loud in the hush of the hallway.

      Darcy waited a moment at the door, pulled his shoulders back, then knocked briskly before entering. He sized up the situation immediately.

      The woman sitting in the visitor’s chair was slim, her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wore jeans and a T-shirt that was more Target than Armani, and she was glaring at him. He fought the urge to check over his shoulder because he’d never had a potential client glower at him before. He checked his instinct to ask why she was scowling, and offered his hand, which she shook firmly.

      “Darcy Bridges,” he introduced himself.

      “Abby Fitzgerald.”

      “Take a seat, Darcy,” Gideon instructed.

      Darcy did as he was told and waited for an explanation about the tension in the office.

      He didn’t have to wait long.

      “This is stupid,” Abby began with an exaggerated sigh. “I don’t even know why I’m here. I mean, for God’s sake, I have a PHD in biochemistry, work twenty-hour days on cures for freaking cancer. Just because I don’t have access to my money yet doesn’t mean… Jesus… Right?”

      She glanced at Darcy, who nodded his encouragement. Normally these initial meetings involved getting straight down to business, but Abby was impassioned, albeit not making a whole lot of sense. She gestured with her hand and forged ahead.

      “I’m a determined person who will change the goddamned world, but no, I have to go to a stupid wedding, just to stop my stupid cousin from wrecking everything, defined only by the boyfriend I bring with me.”

      That was some outburst, and it seemed she wasn’t finished, but this time she stood, so Darcy did as well. He would have never let it be said he didn’t have manners.

      “If I have to hear one more thing from Charlotte about my biological clock, and how ashamed I must be of not having someone in my life, and how she’s only doing things for the best, I will go postal on her. Doesn’t matter what I think I need to do to stop her…” She shook her head. Darcy had the impression she was hiding something. “My brother isn’t bringing a boyfriend, and you know what she said when I told her? She said that didn’t count because it wasn’t his responsibility to procreate. What. The. Fuck.”

      Darcy didn’t blink. He’d heard every kind of curse word. Abby had fire in her eyes, and he wasn’t going to argue with her rage. Then her temper left her, and she slumped back into her chair, so Darcy sat as well.

      “Would you like to start at the beginning?” Gideon suggested, and Darcy waited for the entire story to unfold.

      Abby checked her watch and sighed noisily, her body language screaming that she’d rather be anywhere else but there.

      The intercom crackled. “Sir, I have an Adrian Fitzgerald here for Ms. Abby Fitzgerald.”

      “Fuck my life,” Abby cursed and scrubbed her eyes. They were a very pretty velvet-brown, and for a second Darcy thought she would cry. Only she didn’t. Her defenses pulled down over her emotions quicker than he thought possible. She strode to the door, throwing it open and yelling down the corridor. “Get the hell in here, asshole!”

      Darcy and Gideon exchanged brief glances; this certainly wasn’t how meetings normally went, but they’d roll with whatever happened.

      She came back to the desk and dragged another chair over before Darcy could think of helping. He already liked Abby and prided himself on his instinct to sum up character quickly. It seemed to him she was a strong independent individual, and he’d been brought up by a single mom who’d fought tooth and nail for him who was exactly the same. There was nothing wrong with anyone, man or woman, who demanded their rightful place in life.

      A man walked into the room, suit, tie, and matching scowl on his face. He and Abby were so alike, and had the same last name, this Adrian had to be related. Possibly the brother. The gay brother. Six foot, slim, as dark as his sister, with eyes that flashed with temper.

      He filled the room with fire and anger, and Darcy didn’t know whether to be turned on or to go on the defensive. Instead, he erred on the side of caution and waited to see what happened.

      “This is not how to do it, sis.” Adrian ignored Gideon and Darcy and stepped right up into Abby’s space.

      Darcy tensed, ready to move between them if this brother of hers let his temper fly. He was a foot taller than his sister, with the build of a swimmer, but his hands were clenched, and there was a dangerous feel to him. Slowly, Darcy stood, waiting to see how this played out. He caught Gideon gesturing for him to retake his seat, but Darcy Bridges was not going to back down in the face of a situation where he could help.

      “It’s the only way to do it,” Abby snapped.

      Adrian raked a hand through his hair. “It doesn’t matter that you’ll be at the wedding on your own. Surely someone at work who knows what’s at stake could help. You could attend with a friend. If you insist on someone going with you, then there has to be another option. What about Michael? He likes you. You could ask him.”

      “Michael is a work friend and doesn’t know I’m even alive,” Abby insisted. “Read what she sent me.” She thrust her phone at Adrian.

      He seized it from her, and Darcy took a step forward, not liking the way the tension had ramped up in this enclosed space.

      Adrian scrolled down the tiny screen, and then, as if a switch had been pressed, every ounce of anger left him in an instant. Instead, compassion flooded his expression, and he instantly pulled Abby into an embrace. For a second, she resisted before wrapping her arms around Adrian and holding tight. For a few moments, the two of them stood in that hug before she stepped back.

      “Graham can’t do this to you. He can’t restrict funding, not now, not when you’re this close. We can find the funding⁠—”

      “Don’t you think I tried? Please don’t fight me on this.”

      Adrian cradled Abby’s face and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “What about Mom and Dad?”

      “You want me to go to them? Make some kind of bargain where I sell my soul? You know they would have to sell assets, and I can’t do that⁠—”

      “Okay, sis,” Adrian interrupted. “I wouldn’t do that either. But a fake boyfriend, how stupid is that?” He looked at Darcy. “No offense, but we don’t need you.”

      “None taken,” Darcy said.

      Abby gripped Adrian’s jacket. “I do need him. I have to go, but I need to look stable and the opposite of everything Charlotte thinks I am.”

      “I don’t like it.” Adrian rested his hands over hers. “Abby, just because you don’t have a partner doesn’t mean that you⁠—”

      “I know that.” Abby sighed. “I want to look normal, professional, all the things they say I’m not.”

      “Why don’t you go directly to Graham?”

      “His P.A. says he’s busy, he’s never there and he doesn’t return my calls. But I know it’s just that he won’t see me. Everything is done through managers. He can’t be seen to be spending time with me. You know why.”

      “Abby, that was one stupid mistake, one stupid date. You didn’t even properly kiss him, and hell, he chose Charlotte anyway.”

      Abby tilted her chin, and the tension in the room shifted again. No longer was she the one defending her position. Now she exuded determination and confidence. “You can’t change my mind.”

      Darcy was curious about what was in the text, but it didn’t appear anyone was sharing it. There were people called Graham and Charlotte, some kind of date and a kiss, and a mention of funding. It all sounded messy.

      Adrian turned to Darcy with narrowed eyes. “This is him, then? That soldier you chose from the profiles?”

      Darcy was used to being sized up, and he met Adrian’s inquisitive gaze head on, watching the verbal interplay.

      “I know people will wonder what he sees in me,” she bit her lip, “but he’s exactly what the family need to see, and when I analyzed all the possible scenarios and players, it was Darcy who fit what I thought would work.”

      “And if they find out?”

      She shrugged. “If they do, then he won’t have been doing his job right.” She looked pointedly at Darcy.

      Darcy remained impassive as he listened to her rationale for why she’d chosen him from the Bryant & Waites portfolio. She might have thought he fit the part, but it wasn’t as if he had to decide to take the job as Abby’s boyfriend at all. Still, he didn’t like being stared at by Adrian as if he were a piece of meat or discussed quite as clinically as this. He crossed his arms over his chest. It appeared Adrian wasn’t fazed by him as he attempted to be as intimidating as he could. Darcy thought that, at any minute, he’d be asking for a full medical history.

      Instead, Adrian smiled in apology. “Sorry you had to see all that,” he said, talking to both Gideon and Darcy.

      “It’s not a problem, Mr. Fitzgerald,” Gideon answered.

      “Adrian. Call me Adrian.” Then he tugged his sister to the chair before settling in the spare one she’d dragged over. “Let’s start again. I assume you can guarantee total discretion.”

      The mood in the room shifted. From anger and tension to a quiet calm that Darcy appreciated. He sat back in his seat, hoping to hell he wouldn’t have to leap up again because it wasn’t so good for his knee. Particularly when he’d forgone the brace he sometimes needed to wear.

      “Absolute discretion,” Gideon assured and set about conducting a correct and very proper consultation.

      “And the day after the wedding we need to publicly break up,” Abby added.

      “Publicly?” That wasn’t new. He’d been asked to do that kind of thing before.

      Abby nodded. “But respectfully and with great tact.”

      “I can do that,” he said.

      When all the boxes had been ticked, Darcy agreed, in principle to a contract for five full days and six nights, plus preliminary exploratory meetings prior to the wedding event to get to know Abby better. Adrian sat quietly, his expression inscrutable, holding his sister’s hand. Clearly something in that text he’d read was enough to have him accepting what was happening in the blink of an eye. Darcy would’ve gone as far as to say that Adrian was getting into the planning, and when they parted and shook hands, Adrian had gone from rabid opposer to willing participant.

      He hadn’t even meant to check Adrian out, but the siblings were talking to Gideon, and he decided it was safe to examine him more closely. He started at the shoes and worked his way up. Adrian was shorter than him, but had defined muscles, pants that hugged his thighs, and a shirt and jacket that clung to his pecs. He lingered there for a moment before his gaze traveled up to Adrian’s face. Adrian was staring right at him with his eyebrows raised. Darcy held his gaze for a moment. He refused to be embarrassed. Then Gideon asked a question about banking details, and the moment of connection was gone.

      Adrian didn’t call Darcy on the blatant checking out, and he appeared relaxed as he and Abby left the building. But at the last moment, he turned back to look at Darcy, and something passed between them. A spark of attraction, and Darcy found himself confused about the entire experience.

      Gideon came to stand beside him, and they watched the siblings take the steps down to the sidewalk and exit stage left.

      “That there is some huge can of family-type worms,” Gideon murmured.

      “We’ve seen worse. Remember the Hopewell family when they hired four of us?”

      Gideon groaned. “That was a completely fucked-up situation.”

      “With those two, there were definitely things they weren’t saying,” Darcy said.

      “You sure you’re up for this?”

      Darcy didn’t need the money right now since a particularly lucrative contract with a cosmetics heiress in London had him covered for six months, but there was something about Abby Fitzgerald. Maybe it was her strength or her weakness or just the fact that it was Monday and Darcy was bored already.

      Or it was something to do with the sexy and enticing Adrian.

      It’s probably a mix of both.

      Adrian was in his head, and that flare of attraction was something he wouldn’t mind acting on after the booking was finished.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Okay. Rowan will have the paperwork mailed to you. Good luck.” Gideon laid one huge hand on Darcy’s shoulder and patted him. “And one more thing, stay away from the brother.”

      Darcy raised an eyebrow at his boss and friend, going for innocence, as if it had never crossed his mind to explore a little Adrian-time after the contract was done.

      Adrian Fitzgerald was fiery, compassionate, loyal to his sister, and had this quirky but sensual smile. Darcy liked his men with those exact qualities. It didn’t hurt that he also had sexy come-to-bed brown eyes and a smile that had Darcy heating up under his suit.

      Who knew, but this could end up being a lot more than a standard contract after he’d finished his five days with Abby.

      It could actually be way more fun.
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      Adrian stretched his legs out under the bistro table and leaned back in his seat. The sound of the city surrounded him—the rumble of traffic below, an airplane soaring overhead, the distant wail of a siren. The noises were different from those in the small town he had grown accustomed to in the last few years. There, he could hear the birds chirping, his neighbors’ children playing in the yard, and the occasional patter of trains passing through. Abby had been at another meeting with the sexy Darcy. Today they’d been working on his time in the army and her work with cancer research. Abby had labeled this the heavy day, but she didn’t look tired or overwhelmed.

      He wished he was part of the meetings, mostly to keep an eye on everything in this messed-up agreement, but he also wouldn’t have minded seeing Tall and Gorgeous again.

      The small balcony of his sister’s apartment was quite the sun-trap. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the warmth of the sun on his skin. For a moment, it was as if the world had melted away.

      He heard the door open and shut, then Abby moving around the kitchen, and he called out to her when she didn’t immediately track him down. “So how’d it go?”

      “It was fine.”

      Adrian opened his eyes as Abby stepped through the open sliding door. She handed him a tall glass of lemonade and sat opposite him.

      “Fine, huh?” He ran his finger over the band of condensation on the glass.

      “Yes.” Abby sat forward. “Fine.”

      Adrian jerked back as she reached for the sunglasses sitting on top of his head. “Lay off, would you,” he said playfully.

      Abby was damned capable of handling herself. He knew that. It was just habit to worry about her. She was kind of his hero. The big sister who was driven and strong-willed, but also warm and funny, who had supported him no matter what life had thrown at the pair of them.

      “I’m just saying you’re going to have to sound a hell of a lot more convincing if you want people to think you’re a real couple.” He stirred his drink, pushing down the cubes of ice with his straw to watch them bob back to the surface.

      The idea of Abby hiring someone to pose as her boyfriend bothered him. It wasn’t so much the fact she was doing it as it was the possible fallout of someone discovering the deception. People could be judgmental and cruel, and there was more than one asshole in the family. He didn’t want to see his sister exposed and embarrassed.

      “Why do you think we have our little meetings? It’s to get to know him so we’ll feel more comfortable around each other.” She held the straw to her lips. “More me than him.”

      Adrian nodded. “I know.” Was she really okay with having to act lovey-dovey with a stranger?

      Determination flared in her eyes as if she knew exactly what Adrian was thinking. “It’s going to work. We’re going full-couple on their asses because we need to convince Graham that he shouldn’t cut my funding. And to screw Charlotte and the lot of them.”
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